THE DECLINE OF THE MIDDLE AGES
crystallized. Its workings had lost the vitality and elasticity
of an earlier time. There was by now all over Christendom a
great, complicated financial machine which gathered clerical
fines and dues and endowments, rents (which the laity had to
provide), and fees for legal cases in Church courts. And the
Church courts were everywhere powerful, interfering with
every part of life; they became increasingly unpopular and
were felt to be more and more oppressive.
There were local outbreaks of violent protest: there had been
the Wycliffite movement in England; there followed the far
greater Hussite movement in the centre of Europe, which was
also in great measure a rising of the Slavs against the Germans;
there was a growing scepticism in the universities, and a growing
ill-ease in the wealthy official part of the Church against what
was felt to be an increasing menace. There was an almost
permanently established system of repression, and though no
great heretical movement swept Europe such as had threatened
more than once the life of the Middle Ages, and such as in
earlier times had swamped more than half Christendom with
a wave of Mohammedanism, yet the air of the time was fuller
of doubt, contempt, and hatred for the established forms of the
endowed Church than ever it had been before.
Beginning of the Wars of the Roses. In England this
period just after the middle of the fifteenth century was one
of political confusion in which the unity and strength of the
nation declined. Civil war broke out between two factions,
the members of which were equally divided into separate camps:
for men, as is always the case in such conflicts, would often
change from one side to the other. Yet the two factions—to
be called York and Lancaster—stood, as a whole, for two main
principles: the defence of the Lancastrian usurpation on the
one side, and the attempt on the other to undo that usurpa-
tion and to refound a national monarchy which all should
agree to be legitimate.
This conflict is called the Wars of the Roses from a story
that at its origin the champions of the Lancastrians took the
red rose for their symbol and their opponents a white rose.
It is also called the struggle between the Lancastrians and the
Yorkists, because Richard, Duke of York, and after his death
his son Edward, who became Edward IV, were the leaders of
the opposition to the Lancastrian house.
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